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Summary: 


Eleven returns from a date with Mike to find Hopper in distress. She 
uses her quiet charm to get him to open up. 


Facing the Explosion 


The porch light was glowing as Eleven and Mike stepped up to the 
front door of Hopper's cabin. 

‘Coming in?’ El asked. 

'No, I... I should head back.' 

'He won't mind.' 

'No, I know, it's not that. It's just that Nancy's picking me up on her 
way home from work and she'll be there any second so...' 

El looked puzzled. 'There? Where is there?' 

'Oh, just... back at the edge of the woods. On the roadside. It's OK, we 
agreed on a spot.' 

'OK. Tomorrow?’ 

'Yeah. Definitely. I'll see you tomorrow.' 

The pair exchanged demure smiles. For a couple of seconds, Mike 
looked carefully into Eleven's eyes, then he took her left hand in a 
loose grip and leaned in to kiss her softly. When he stepped back, he 
smiled again. 

'Till tomorrow,' he said. 

'Tomorrow.' El nodded. 

‘Night El.' 

‘Night Mike.' 

After watching him closely until he disappeared into the forest, El 
turned and released the numerous locks on the inside of the cabin 
door. She pushed it open, stepped inside and locked it again behind 
her. 

The television screen was blank, the armchair in front of it was 
vacant, and there was neither sight nor sound of supper being 
prepared in the kitchen. El advanced casually down the hall towards 
her bedroom, unperturbed, but stopped at the sound of a gasp or 
splutter of some kind, issuing from Hopper's room. 

The door was closed, which was odd, El mused. He usually only 
closed it when he was sleeping. She stood still to listen, her light 
eyebrows drawn together as she wondered could he be unwell? Or in 
trouble? If someone from the lab... or worse... 

Again she heard a laboured exhalation. She cast a look of concern 
over the wood knots on the door as if she could see through them, 
then knocked twice. 

Hopper cleared his throat loudly, then called out to her in a strangely 


strained voice, 'Yeah, Mike can stay the night if he sleeps on the 
couch!’ 

El reached tentatively for the doorknob, but before she set her hand 
on it, she spoke. Almost too quietly for Hopper to hear her through 
the door: 'Hop?' 

'I said he can stay!' 

'No... Mike's gone home. ' 

Silence. 

She turned the knob slowly and pushed the door open just enough to 
peer inside. 

"Hop?' 

The sight which greeted her was unfamiliar and unsettling. Her eyes 
widened almost imperceptibly, and she suddenly became aware of 
her heart beating in her chest. Hopper was sitting on his bed, 
propped up with pillows against the headboard, and wearing just a 
vest, his uniform trousers, and black socks. The shallow dips between 
his cheekbones and lower eyelids glistened with moisture and the 
whites of his eyes appeared pinkish. Resting in his lap he held both 
hands wrapped around a small picture frame. 

'Hey kid, what's up? You OK?' 

El nodded slowly but the look on her face did not agree. 'What's 
wrong?’ 

'Wrong?' Hopper placed the frame face down next to him on the bed's 
unoccupied right side. 'What're you talking about, wrong? Nothing's 
wrong. ' 

'Hop.' El's voice took on a note of authority. 

'What?' 

'You know what.' 

'No, I don't know what. Are you gonna tell me what's the matter or 
not?’ 

"Friends don't lie.' 

El stared at him like she was about to pull a telekinetic stunt, but the 
room remained still and silent. Hopper held her gaze for a moment, 
and then sniffed loudly. 

‘Alright,’ he sighed. 'Alright, you got me. It's just one of those days, 
kid.' 

'What days?’ 

Hopper sighed again, more loudly this time. ‘Just... Hawghh! Just, 
abh...' He glanced down at the frame, and El followed his gaze. 

'What is that?' She started to approach. 


Hopper ran the heel of his right hand carefully under each eye as El 
came around to the opposite side of the bed. She grazed the photo 
frame with her fingers and looked cautiously at Hopper. 

'Can I?' 

'Yeah, sure, go ahead. 

El picked up the frame and turned it over. Gazing up at her she saw a 
young child. A girl, aged maybe five or six, with bright blue eyes and 
curly hair the colour of the sun. She smiled with a set of tiny teeth. 
When El looked back at Hopper, she found his cobalt blue eyes 
already resting on her. 

'Pretty,' she said. 

He uttered a monosyllabic laugh. 'Yeah,' he agreed, his voice heavy 
with sorrow. 'Pretty.' 

Still holding on to the picture, El sat down beside him on the bed. 
'Who is she?' 

‘That's Sara.' 

'Your...' 

'My daughter, yeah. 

El passed the photo back to him. He didn't look at it, just took it and 
sat it on his nightstand. 

'Gone?' 

'Yeah, she - ' He quickly and involuntarily took in a deep breath. 
Eleven jumped, and Hopper too seemed startled. His voice trembled 
severely as the remainder of his words tumbled out. 'She's gone.' 

'And you miss her.' It wasn't a question. Eleven was declaring what 
she had discovered to be the cause of Hopper's present distress. 

'Yeah, I miss her like crazy. Like you couldn't even imagine.’ 

She placed a hand on his shoulder. 

'One of those days?' 

'Yeah, I... I miss her every goddamn day like you wouldn't believe but 
sometimes there are just days when it hurts... worse than the others, 
y'know?’ 

'Yes.' 

'Yeah, 'course you do,' Hopper said, a sad smile hidden somewhere in 
his voice. 

He made his hand into a triangle and dug his thumb into the corner 
of one eye, and his middle and index fingers into the corner of the 
other. He broke down in a bout of breathless sobbing. 

El extended one arm around his neck and rested her other hand on 
his shoulder. 


It's OK,' she whispered. 

'No. No, it's not OK.' 

'I mean... to cry. It's OK. I understand. 

Hopper turned to face her directly, tears trickling down his face, his 
gaze intent. Then he glanced at the photograph on his nightstand. 
'She'd be about the age you are now, you know.' 

'Sisters.' 

Hopper whipped his head around to face El again, so quickly that for 
a nanosecond, she thought she had made him angry. 

'Yeah,' he whispered. 'How 'bout that. My girls. Sisters. Only wish you 
could have met but... that's just the thing. If I hadn't lost her, I'd 
never have found you. I'd still be living in the city, still married... 
well, probably. Funny the way life can change. Like that,' he added, 
snapping his fingers. 

'You were married?’ 

'Yeah, ‘course I was married. To Sara's mom.' 

'What happened?’ 

'What happened? Well, we... I don't know, I guess... I guess Sara was 
just the glue holding us together and once she was gone, we...' 

‘Fell apart.' 

'Yeah. Yeah, we fell apart.’ 

Sensing that he had become calmer, El sat back a little from Hopper. 
She shuffled towards the foot of the bed but stopped just beyond the 
midway point. There, she crossed her legs and sat up straight, facing 
Hopper. He too straightened a little. 

'Were you in love?’ 

'Love?' he laughed. 'Oh, man. Yeah. Yeah, sure we were. Once.' 

'Not now?’ 

'No. Not now.' 

El gazed pensively into the air at nothing in particular. 

Isn't there anyone else?' 

'What are you talking about? Anyone else for what?’ 

'To marry. To love. Like... me and Mike." 

Hopper was at once both surprised and perfectly unmoved. It didn't 
surprise him that Eleven loved Mike, or believed she did. What 
surprised him was the fact that she was saying as much, aloud, to 
him. He laughed warmly. 

'You love him, do you?' 

El nodded fervently. 'Yes.' 

'Well... just be careful, alright? Love, it's... It's not always easy. 


'No?' 

'No.' 

A puzzled look rose to El's thoughtful face. 'Why not?' 

Hopper ran a hand over his beard, making a scratchy sound. 'It's 
just...' His voice started to tremble again. 'Well, Mike loves you too, 
right?’ 

'Yes.' 

'OK, see, that's not always the case. Sometimes, when you love 
someone...' He had to battle against tears to finish the sentence: 
'Sometimes they don't love you back.' 

'Hop,' El said, her voice full of concern. 'What? Do you love someone 
who doesn't love you back?’ 

'Ugh!' Hopper exclaimed, in frustration clearly directed at himself and 
not at El. 'You know, kids aren't supposed to see their parents in a 
mess like this.' 

'You're not a mess. It's OK. You can talk to me. What's wrong?’ 
Hopper rubbed at his eyes again. 'You ever considered a career in 
counselling?’ 

El looked baffled. 'Coun-selling?' 

'Yeah, ne'er mind. Long story. 

'Tell me. 

He sighed. 'Alright, a counsellor. It's like someone who listens to your 
problems, and they... You know, they offer advice and sympathy and 


'No. Tell me who do you love.' 

A rush of fresh memories whirled through Hopper's head. He longed 
for the time when he would be able to call them distant. 

Today he had burst. Today he finally released something he had been 
keeping bottled up inside him for years. But instead of facing the 
explosion, he had planted a timebomb, and still didn't know whether 
it had gone off or not. 


Dear Joyce, 

I know I'm a coward for not doing this face to face but to be honest I 
think it's a small miracle that I'm doing it at all. We've each led lives 
of our own since high school and if for no other reason than the years 
I shared with Sara, I wouldn't change mine. But the truth is that on 
some level I think I've been waiting since high school to do this. And 
in the past seven years since I've come back to Hawkins, the raging 
battle inside me between the ache to tell you and the fear of telling 


you has been driving me crazy. 

You know me, I don't mince words. But sometimes coughing up the 
right ones - even in a coward's letter - is excruciatingly difficult. I 
love you, Joyce. And you also know that I'm not a fan of the mushy 
stuff but there's no other way to say it. I love you, and if I'm really 
facing facts I probably have to say that I always have, even if it 
wasn't always immediately apparent - to me or to anyone. Least of all 
you. Or maybe you know all this already and have thought of me all 
this time as the sad old police chief with a hopeless crush on you. In 
which case, apologies for the long-winded statement of the obvious. 
On the subject of apologies, I'm sorry too if all this makes you feel 
uncomfortable or anxious or any shit like that. That is the last thing I 
would ever want to do to you - to make you feel that way. So I am 
also aware that revealing this to you is a selfish act. I'm doing it for 
the sake of my own sanity - I just couldn't keep it locked up any 
longer. But I'm also doing it because despite how it might make you 
feel, I believe that I owe you the truth. At the very least, we are the 
best kind of friends, right? And as our kids would be sure to remind 
us, friends don't lie. 

The final reason, should I need to spell it out, is my aching wonder 
about whether there's even the slightest chance you might feel the 
same way. Don't feel guilty like you'd be disappointing me if you 
don't because my realistic mind won't let me even come close to 
expecting it. But I can't bear the thought - no matter how unlikely it 
may be - that it is just possible we're both living our lives with the 
same desire unfulfilled. How tragic would it be to have pride or 
cowardice or whatever you want to call it, be the only reason we 
never got what we wanted? But what am I saying? What on earth 
could someone like you see in someone like me? Like I said, I have no 
expectations. 

This is a weight off my shoulders, Joyce, and it's what I owe you - the 
truth. All I ask is that we can go on as we were. Take the time you 
need, of course, to process any negative feelings this letter might 
have stirred up, but please also remember that apart from a few 
words on a page, nothing has changed. Please, please do everything 
you can to remain the same in how you speak and act around me. 
Because in the absence of reciprocated feelings, I want nothing more 
than go to on as we've always been. Having you in my life is a gift, 
no matter the circumstances. Ever your friend, 

Hop. 


He had left the letter pinned to a small bouquet of flowers outside the 
Byers' front door. 

'I don't think I can, kid.' 

'Why not?’ 

‘Because how do I know you won't worm your way into her head and 
convince her she loves me even if she doesn't? I don't want her that 
way.’ 

Eleven regarded him carefully; his ungroomed hair, his chunky arms, 
the unflattering bulges under his white vest. He was a good man, 
though, she knew. A woman could do a lot worse. 

'I can't change people's feelings.’ 

'Yeah? And how do I know that? Hm? How do I know it wasn't you 
who psychically convinced me to be so fond of you?' 

El tittered. 'I don't need my powers to get people to like me.' 

Hopper laughed heartily and Eleven swelled with the satisfaction of 
having made him smile. 

'Oh, is that right?’ he asked teasingly. 'You're a good kid, you know 
that?’ 

Eleven smiled. 

Then they heard a loud knock at the front door, and exchanged 
glances. 

'That Mike back for something?’ Hopper asked. 

El shrugged and shook her head. 

‘Alright, stay here. I'll go.' 

Pressing his hands into the bedspread, he slid himself away from the 
headboard, then threw his legs over the side of the bed. He stood up 
and ran his fingers through his hair in an attempt to neaten it even 
slightly as he passed through the doorway into the hall. 

In his socks, his footsteps were practically silent as he approached the 
front door. He opened all the locks and then pulled it towards him by 
the handle. 

Joyce Byers was standing on the doorstep. 

Hopper's heart leapt up to the back of his throat and he felt blood 
rushing to his head as he wondered if this was about his letter. Had 
she seen it? He found her expression impossible to read. Her brow 
was furrowed but not deeply. Her lips were upturned but she wasn't 
quite smiling. Were there tears in her eyes? 

‘Joyce?’ 

She placed her hands on his bare arms, just above the elbows, and 


slid them slowly upwards towards his shoulders. His skin felt smooth 
and warm. He watched her watching him gazing deeply into her 
brown eyes. 

Her two hands found each other at the back of his neck, and 
wordlessly she begged him not to be a fool and to read her signals as 
plainly as she was sending them. He was too tall; she needed his 
cooperation. 

‘Joyce.’ 

As she smiled, her white teeth peeped out from behind her lips. 
Hopper bowed his head and returned her smile, tears once again 
gushing to his eyes as he took her gently by the waist. At the same 
moment, their lips met and their eyes closed. Hopper felt his tears 
escape and run down his cheeks while Joyce moved her hands from 
the back of his neck, through his hair, and around to his face, which 
she kept in an amorous grasp. 

They pressed their mouths together tightly like they wanted to 
establish a hold on one another which they would never let go. Their 
noses fitted snugly side by side as they breathed each other in, and 
Joyce relished the tickle of Hopper's facial hair. The feeling of their 
lips intertwined was heavenly and comforting. This wasn't the first 
kiss of a new couple, nervous as they tested the waters. This was the 
kiss of a couple whose foundation had been built a long time ago but 
was only now taking shape, becoming recognisable as the thing it 
was meant to be. It had been a long time coming, and to the 
participants it brought nothing but blissful relief. 

Eleven appeared behind them in the hallway. Her eyes widened and 
she felt a warmth spreading through her that she could not have 
described in words if she tried. A smile broke out across her face, a 
smile so broad that she was compelled to cover her mouth with her 
hand, and she felt herself beginning to cry. She knew she should 
leave them in private but she couldn't drag herself away. This was 
Hopper happy, and his happiness was hers too. 


